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Designed to investigate verbal aggression in State of 
the Union messages during times of war and peace, this study 
attempted to devise a method for quantitatively analyzing verbal 
aggression in public, political communication and to describe and 
explain the relationship of verbal aggression in State of the Union 
messages to the existence of war (wartime/non-wartime) and iissues 
context (domestic/foreign) . Results indicated that presidents tend to 
use more verbal aggression during wartime than non-wartime periods, 
that verbal aggression appears in greater proportion in foreigp than 
domestic contexts during both wartime and non-wartime, that there is 
proportionally more verbal aggression in a foreign context during 
wartime than in a foreign context during non-wartime, and that verbal 
aggression in a domestic context does not appear to vary in 
proportion from wartime to non-wartime. (RB) 
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A.lthouf^h A ^reat doal of! ai^pirical rGC.earch has dealt with the 
phenomenon of hur.an ra;>[;rcsr>iou, a relatively snail proportion of it 
has focuced on ar^gression in its verba 1 form* Researchers invcstir.atin 
verbal aj^^j^rcGSion have done go throu^jh a primarily social psychological 
perspective, and have confine-^ cheir explovaticnc to individuate or cla 
es of individuals, as opposed to types or classes of comir.unication. Re 
search £;ettiugs and corTiiunication nodoG have been controlled, inter- 
personal, and n on- public. 

Prior i:o thi-^ ntudy, no ir.ethod has existed for quantitatively 
analysinr, verbal ?.r:[;rcssion in the public speaking conte:'t. Such 
a technique appears to be especially valuable in the area of public, 
p-*15.t:,cal ^o::;. rr.iication. Tl;e (rem political is used here in the sense 
of ^overnriCntal function rather tlian partisan politics. 

oor.e of lac r.ost influential political addresses arc those given 
by the Presidcne of the United States. Anonr; these the annual ntate 
of the Union tncsse.f.es are of paratr^ount national and international 
irportance ?:ince Chey include statemcntr of past, present, and future 
Unit-ad States doir.estic and foreign policy. In addition they often 
both reflect and create the political/ economic/ social tenor of this 
nation I 

The purpose of this study war*, therefore, tvo-fold. Firsts it 
httcni)te<l to devise a for quantitatively analysing verbal 



r.;;^C^^s^>io^ in public, political cori\u;n\catiov\» Cccondly, it endcavored 
to describe cinc^ o>:plaii\ tho relationship of verbal azz^'^'^'SrAon in State 
or the Union vc^osGaz^z to the crwictencc of v;ar (war LiTne/non-wartime) and 
isruen context (doncs;tic/Covo?.in; , In addition^ an effort v:^'^^^ rriado to 
determine if individual TrosldcntG mair.tain verbal <;[;;g,ressiou 'Tiorms^' 
during; bo^:h uartii^e and non-w'artinc, 

I n d p c nd c n t V rj r i a b 1 e s 

Tvo independent variables wore investigated in terms of their 
relationship to verbal ap^gressioi-! in State of the Union xncscaQOSt war- 
tlTriC/no:>-t'/ai-tijnc chronological pcriodG; domes tic/ foreign issues context. 

As defined by A Dictiona ry of the Cocial Ccienceg ^ '"War ray denote 
a cocially recognirrcd situation in which annod hor:tilitic£5 of consider- 
able na;_;nitude arc conducted nor*^ or Icr-s continuously between two or 
rr.ore nations J states, or ^overmiponti: * This definition cncoirpasses both 
daciarcd and undeclared vmrs, the Korean conflict being an cKample of 
the latter. The reriuircTnent that hostilities be of considerable magni- 
tude excludes such minor n5J itavy cn^'a^ements and pel ice actions as the 
r>arbary Coast incidents of tl;e early IQth century and the Dominican Re- 
public confrontation in 1C65, i !c n - \ i a r t imc v;a s defined as those chronolo3- 
ical periods durinj; which the Unitec^ J-tates v;as not enj^a^ed in at"med 
hostilities of a considerable r.a^nitudc, 

Fpreinn c ontext \;a£ defined for this study as meaning J:hat thiC 
subjects or issues bcinj- spoken about woirc related to individuals, groups, 
or systems 0!- is tin outside the territorial boutidaries of the United Rtatc 
pome s t to co n t ext means that the subjects or issues being spolcon about arc 
related Q\\\y to Individuals, ji.roups or systems existing inside the ter- 
ritorial boundaries of the United Ctatesi In accordance x;ith these 



definitions, iZ a subject or issue dealt with individuals, groups;, or 
Gy^tiomG afl^iliated Uith both the UnitGd Gtntos and other nations, it 
v;ac conGi'lcrcd .bcins in a foreign contcKf:. 

Dopondcnit Varjjibj. e 

The depenrlent variable bein^; ncacurod in tUir. r^tudy was ve rbal 
ilSIL^^?i^i?il • Verbal a[',2i'^--ion v;ac dolinod as "a verbal ne.^ca^c oer-^ 
coivcd by an obnervcr as beinn, noxious- and v;hlch has a recognizable 
source, target, r.nd attitude/action statevucnt'^ The source is the 
ori^>in ci the verbally agi^.rcsrivc act (in thir> cacc the President as 
the a3p,rGssor or as the reprecentativc oi the aggressing iaction). The 
tari];et is tie recipient or intended recipient the ag£;rcssive action, 
\ttitude/action :^»ta terp.ents reflect: aggressive attitudes, describe aggress tve 
actions, or both. 

During his inves ti;^ation, this researcher discovered that a tense 
f actor existed in verbal acgressioa usc3C, In other words, a tlircat 
inay be implicitly couched in t!ic recounting of past physical aggression, 
"ircc no research supports or denies this intuitive speculation, and its 
investigation v;ac beyond the purvievj of this study, all tenccs were con- 
sidered to bo in the present mode, 

Oontor.morary aggression theory explains the dynamics of aggression 
as the interaction o2 i\4o psychological components, instigation t o 
^IJi^'PJ^^SiSI}- inhibition of a-groqsio^ (Berkowit^, 1562; Buss, 19C1). 
instigc.t ion t o aggres sion refers to those factors which motivate an 
individual to cor^nit an -^.ggrcsnlva act, physical or verbal. Inhibition 
of aggression nay bo defined as those factors acting against a particular 
i^SSrcGslvG act directed at a particular target. Verbal aggression is 
determined then by the relative strength or weakness of those factors 
instigating and inhibiting *lts o:cpression. 



The basic verbal aBavcccion oaradif^rr. iu,;cd in thlr> study v;as that: 
Ol Htuu; (15:1). 'K-ro couccpi:iiali':e;3 vcrbnl ?\Z£XC':i)iov. as taklni:; t'^^o 
fomc : reject ion r^.nd thrca^t , RojccCiow label o the victim as ''avcrr.ivc, 
bad, or unwanted," Threat ic> 'a rccponce that siTnbolizoG, substitutes 
for, or Ir. anticipatory of ^^ubsn -ucat ai:tack,'' 

In order to better operationali'^e the verbal aggression construct, 
a sub-category ryr/cera bared on the liur.:. re joccion/thrcat racdel was fonnulat 
cd. This v;aG acconpliched throu[;h cynthesiG of. verbal a^C^^'^'-ion categoric 
used in previous rtudiof,; (!IcClclland a.nd Aplcella, 1545; lortin^er, 196G; 
Mosher, l>oO; liochcr and ?roQnza, 19Gr.; Cchellin-, 196C; Thibaut and 
Coulee, 1352* ^.\-1c:ovg, Pcarco Dahms, IS57- VJotrinc, lv71). 

Verbal j^vg gression Tcalc 
RE JECTION 

PiotTiissal- the source of the verbal aggression demands, 
rcquoGto, or states a desire for withdrawal of the target 
itself, or the cessation of specified activities, 

'^-f Hos tile Remark -* a direct statement of a cognitive 
ne[^,ative attitude toward the target itself , 

3. Cr itic ism- a direct statement of a cognitive necativc 
attitude toward poss essions or actions of the target. 
It may also take an indirect form through the attach- 
ment of descriptive terms or labels implyinr; negative 
attitudes tov;ard possession or actions of the target. 

4, Derq^^at^icn- a direct or indirect statement of cognitive 



negative attitude toward c har.'^cter ictics of the target 
These charactcristicci may be values, attitudes, beliefs, 
etc, or anything of a highly personal nature. 



THREAT 



Explicit O ffense - any action (military, political^ 
economic, etc) directed toward the target by the 
source. 

7* Ex p l icit Defonse - any action taken to repulse, stop, 
or Inhibit undesirable infringements (of bcllefc, 
policies, ideals, etc) or encroachments (attempts 
to invade territory^ or destroy or confiscate possessions) 
by the target . 



^5" 

^* Inipli ctt Offense ^ pact, present or future capability 
or potential to take offensive action* Capability 
here refers to the attitude or activity necessary for 
offensive action, whereas potential refers to the 
physical rneariG for offensive action* 

.Iniplicit Defense - past, present, or future capability 
or potential to take defensive vneasures» Capability 
and potential are deJined as in implicit offense* 

^^^^ con tent validit y of the foregoing verbal a[^,n^cssion scale was 
hopefully established by: (1) reviewing current aggression theory 
in order to determine which kinds of verbal behavior constitute 
ag<;',ressivo acts (?) ascertaining: which sub-categories of verbal 
a^^gression are applicable to public, political couimuni cation through 
OKarr'natlou of previous verbal asgrencion research (3) a pilot study 
which was undertaken to assess the practical utility of the verbal 
aggression category system. 

Coding reliablity scores for the scr^vlc arc presented in the 
following table: 



TAULE 1 

Coding Reliability for Verbal Aggression Ccale 
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Decision Level 


Inter-Coder 


Test- Re test 


Aggression/Non-Aggression 


-;.75 




Ro jGCtlon/Ihrcat if 
Aggrosslon 




•Hi. 00 


Oyorall Category 

System 


^-.64 





MET} [OD AUD -^nOCEDUR E 

Methodo logy 

The £;encK*al analytical tcchaique employed was contanL' analysis, 
P^'.iiilcy {VjZI) defines conLoat analy.^is as follov/s: 

Content analysis is a phase of information-processing in 
vhich coniTiiunication content is trancfornted, through objective 
and cyctonatic application of categorization rules, into data 
that can be sumarizcd and coHiparcd, 

Pr ocedure 

Since analysic^ of the complete corpus of Gtate of the Union inessagcs 
was iraprac tical , samplin^^ procedure v;as cinploycd. The universe from 
v;hich the sarriplcs were drawn consisted of all wartime and non-wartime 
Gtate of the Union messages delivered by Presidents whose tenure of 
office included both wartime and non-wartime periods. Although limiting 
the population to specific Presidents and particular wars, this procedure 
allov/cd for Presidents to be matched with themselves, thus controlling 
for idiosyncratic use of verbal a^cression. Table 2 indicates which 
w-rtimr oeriodr vrGr-. -sod. in the L-tudy. 

TABLE 2 
U, S, \J.-rtirae Periods 



Ua: 



Be[iinning Date 



Endinr; Date 



V^ar of 1812 
Kcxican Uar 
Spanish American War 
VTorld tJar I 
World War IX 
Korean Wai* 
Vietnam War 



June IG, 1012 
K-ay 13, 1CA6 
April 1C:3 
April 6, 1917 
December 7 J lv^^l 
June 27, 1550 
Mid- 1962 



Decernber 2^j, 131^1 
February 2, lO^iO 
August 12, 1G5C 
NovoTiibcr 11, 1918 
September 2, 1945 
July 27, 1S53 
Mid- 1973 



Table. 3 chows uhich President 'o racsca[^,es were analyzed. 

TABLH 2 

^rti^.c -r*d ncn-vj-rtL'x^ Gtntc of t:hc Union Messages 



President llnrtimc Ilessaoc Non-v;nrtiine rnessa^^erv 



[C 



Hadlson ^'^,5,6 1,^,3,7,8 

Polk 2,3 1,4 

HcKinley 2 1,3,4 

^^'ilson 5 1,2,3,4,6,7,0, 

Roosevelt, F.D, 9, 10, 11, 12 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 
TruTTvm 6,7,8 1,2,3,4,5 

Elsenhower 1 2, 3,4 ,5,6, 7- ,8, S 

Kennedy 3 1^>2 

The texts of those speeches v;ere obtained either from Israel's (1S66) 
compilation of State of the Union messages or from the Congressiona l 
Reco rd * 

A mviIti-Gtage random sampling technique, too detailed for presentat- 
ion here, resulted in 96 wartime and 90 non-wartime 'Wssage units'^ 
for each Presirlent. 

At this point it may be necessary to explain '^unitlzing^^ Simply 
stated, it is the process of dividing written or spoken messages into 
units for purposes of analysts. Holsti (1969) classifies units of 
analyoto as recording units and cont ext un 1 1 s > Recording units are 
the specific segment of content that is to be coded by placing It in 
a given category (in this case, a verbal aggression sub-categdty) • 
Recording: unit level (word, sentence, paragraph, otc») will vary ^^^^^^^^^^^^^^ r 



■ iccordin.'^ to thj r\^ov:^t of inCormr.t Ion necessary to .satisfy the purpose 
and design of each individual rcr.earch project. The rcco rdinr; u nit used 
in this study was the "thought group ' as charactcri;ied by four typos of 
grarmatical structurot the independent cLiuse; the non- restrictive de- 
pendent clause; the adverbial dependent clause; and the verbal phrase. 

A context unit is the larcest body of content that may be searched 
to characterize a re cord i ng uni t^ In other words, r.]GaninG ^^Y often be 
derived only from viewing a rccord inp, unit context. The context 
^SS. ^or this study was the paragraph. 

Cuantitative description of conTr.iunication content necessitates the 
use of some SYs^em_oi enumeration. Psychological variables such as vex*bal 
aggression may be measured by frequency of occurance and degree of in- 
tensity. Not only do content analysts disagree as to the necessity for 

but 

measurement on both levcls^this researcher seriously questioned the 
validity of several studies whose verbal ayr^rcssion categories were 
scaled on vaguely explained ordinal inteasity hcirarchys. Consequently, 
^'messagc units'' v;ero coded in the verbal aggression categories according 
to their frequency of occurance only. 

Rejs car ch .q u c s tvo n : If war creates a situation higlily instigatinn: to 
aggression, will there be more verbal aggression during wartime than 
non-v;artime? 

H^: There is a significantly greater proportion of verbal aggression 
in State of the Union messages during wartime than non-x>7ar time, 

Results; With N-S^ the ^Ulcoxon inatched-'pairs signed-rank tost 
supported H. at the p ^ ,005 level of significance* 



Ilg.^l£a£ch question: If: there is a hi-hcr proporticu of verbal acgrcssion 
durinc TAirtizrJc than non-wartima is it c^^ncraU?.GcI or divcctcd toward the 
source of ln£? ticatioa? 

H^: There is a significantly greater proportion of verbal aggrescion 
in a foreign context than a domcGtic context in wartime State of 
the Union messages; . 

jl^?^,Us> With M^8, the onc-tallcd Wilcoxon matched-pairs cisned ranks 
ter,t supported at the p < .005 level of significance. 

,^GJL^ch question: If 11^ is true, that still doesn't prove that verbal 

acSfcssion is directed toward the source of instigation, especially if 

the sane hypothesis holds true for non-wartime. Is there more verbal 

agciression m foroi{>n than domestic context during non-wartlnic? 

There is a sij^^nif icantly greater proportion of verbal ai>8ression 
in a foreign context than a doricstic context in non-wartime 
State of the Union cjcssages. 

Result^; Uith ll^G, the one- tailed LM.lcoKon mtched-pairs signod-ranks 

test supported U3 at the p < ,01 level of significance. 

Rcs^^rch question; If is true, it indicates that there is more 
verbal aecrcssion in forcien than dorr^cstic contexts during both wartime 
and non-warti:nc. If the verbal a[>Brosoion_is directed toward the source 
of instigation, will there be r^jre verbal aggression in a foreign con- 
text during wartime than non-wartme? 

H,^; There is^'^sionif icant ly greater proportion of verbal aggression 
in Gtatc of the Union mossages in a foreign context during war- 
time than in a foreign context during non-wartirie, 

M?2iits: Uith H=8, the ono-tailcd IHlcoxon matched-pairs signed ranks 
test supported H^^ at the ,005 lovol of significance. 



[C 



nucr;cion: 'if ]l, it; truCj it only dcnoni:tratc£: that verbal 
o.p,{^rcssion is cUrGctod toward the :;ource of: iiu-^tisation i2 tho snnc is 
riot true of verbal .'i^^'rcssion in a dorivostic contoxc during' \v';utiir;C aac^ 
non-wai-tiir.G* 

He : There is a iiir^r.if icant differotico betv;ccn the proportion verbal 
af-o^vossion in Gtatc oi the Union :r.GSsar;3S in a domestic coati^>:t 
durin^i wartine and in a doraestic context durin;^ non-wartirae, 

I^?.!^iyi£* V/ith M=G, the t\;o-tailod !Ulco:;op. matched-pairs r^igncd-rank 
test failed to support Hc-t . 

Ro:carch qu-cticn:Ii and 11^ arc true, it would su^.^est tliat the 
rrctGidont wao sorriov;hat innibitod about usinp, verbal ag^jrcssion in a 
doroectic context, oven durin[^ nGn-v;ar tine . If 1I4 is true, it wo\ild 
appear that ?residents arc reluctant to use verbnl acr>ression in a foreign 
context durinj;; t"ion-\;art inie, Gir.cc reccarch sug<;eGtG that threat is disappro- 
od of more than rejection (Mosher, 1>C0; Mcshcr & Proensa, I96G), and 
Presidents are inhibited when speakinr; in a domestic context, the follow- 
ing two hypo theses ediould be supported. 

: There ic cif^nificantly r'.orc rejection than threat in a doncstic 
conte:ct in wartime Ctatc of tlic Union messages. 

Re^sjolj^/. 'Jhon usin^; the Uilcoxon natchcd-pairs ci^ned-ranks test, all 

ties of r'lw scores arri dropped froa; tho analysis. The N is reduced 

accordingly. nonsecuently , three of the scores 

were dropped fro:?, analysis, reducing t!io 1! from G to 5. lUth an V as 
low as 5, the ■^tlccxon test cannot be used to test liypottiescs . lIov;cvcr, 
the usable data s^rj^^st support for # 

llyi Thoro Ic si;^,nif icantly more rejection than throat in a domestic 
context In non-wartlrrso Gtatc of the Union mcssap^cs* 

r^^fvul^ti) : r^.incc there were two ties in tho rav? scovo, U \;as reduced 

from a to V. w'ith U 6, the one- tailed tJllcoxon natchcd-pairs signed- 

rr.nkc test failed to support 11; . 



-11- 

P^:9£^y^h^Sll\^rI^S:J^* typci o2 vcrb;^! ^.^C^vcssion (rojoction or threat) 

is an inhibitins factor, and during v;artinc: instigation is hlch and 
inhibition loi;, \/ill throat be used m.ore than rejcctiori in a forcif^^n 
context during v/artline? 

Hg: 'rhero in si;j,nif icantly mors threat than rejection in a fotcicn 
conte::t in wartime Gtate of the Union ineGCjascs. 

i\<^1\l-Jl£5 V^ith N - 0, the one-tailed vJilcoxon niatchcd-pairs sicncd-ranks 

tec-t supported lU at n< .025 level of significance. 

rr^l?^iLK£^LiI!L?AyL^^^ Tr.caninc-:ul only if the sar.\a hypothesis is not 

true durin:;j non-vartine , when inhibition abo;it using avorGivc forms o£ 
verbal acr^rcGGion toward otiicr ua tions is very lii^h. 

llr. : There ic a ci^niCicant differ once in the frequency of occurrence 
of threat and rejection in a foreign context in non-wartine Gtite 
of the Union raescaf^cG^ 

gcGal tc : \^ith li - 0 the tv;o- tailed IJilcoxon natched-pairo signed- rankG 

test failed to support Hq, 

r;fl5iL^r,cji_qjje_^^^ BorI:o\;ltr: ilZCl) Gu/ ^c-tc that :^ndividuals dif'icr 

ia their uf o of verbal ar::.re3Gion, rjonc individuals have a greater 
propensity for verbal aggression than others, and this aggressive personality 

trait appears to remain conGistent from situation to situation. There- 
fore, shouldn't t!io ran!;ed comparative verbal aggression level among 
PrcGidentG stay the same during both wartime and ron-v;artimeT 

H_ : There is a significant positive rank correlation between individual 
President's proport5.onato use of verbal aggression in State of the 
Union messages during wartime and non-wartime. 

^*'i-t'i^^'^2> the one-tailed Cpearman Rank Correlation Coefficient 

did not support H^y . Hovcvor, a rank correlation coefficient of -l-.S? 

vcc ard Ic' considered to be fairly substantial* 



Results iiv'^icatc that Prcridcnts tend to ut;o more verbal agr-rcssion 
clurin-^ wartlnc than non-wart Itnc. Verbal acs^cssion appears in [>.rGatcr 
proportion in foreign than domestic contexts during both wartime and non- 
par time; houover, there iG proportionally more verbal accrcsoion in a 
foroin;n context durinj^ v;artime than in a foreign context during non-wartlrne. 
Verbal asj^resGion in a domestic context does not appear to vary in proportion 
from wartime to non-wartime. 

Uhen speakinc in a domestic context / ?rc3identG use more rejection 
than threat durin- both wart im.e and non-wartime. During v;artiinc, Presidents 
use more threat than rejection when speaking in a foreign context. The use 
o£ rejection and threat does not appear to differ in a for*eir:n conte?:t 
durin[^ non-v;artimc. 

The e:<intcnce or non-eirifitonce of a r::^jor military conflict doec not 
appear to affect the vei-bal aggression rank Presidents when they are 
compared to each other. ThoGc v;ho arc high in verbal actress ion during 
wartime are also high during non-wartime, and those who are low during 
wartime are alco lov; during non-v;artimo. 
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